How is the agency of highly marginalised women in coercive settings best conceptualised?
Introduction highlights three sets of themes that cut across the papers. The first relates to unhelpful conceptualisations of gender and power in the binary distinctions of 'men-women' and 'victim-agent' underpinning many interventions. These often obscure hidden and multifaceted forms of agency in women's responses to violence, and the complexity of the agency-violence intersection. The second series of themes unpacks how this neglect of complexity often results in a poor fit between intervention strategies and women's lives and relationships. A final set of themes relates to the need to acknowledge the multiplicities of agency, in relation to the competing challenges women juggle alongside IPV, differing levels of response to IPV, and the need to understand women's responses from a temporal perspective. Overall, this collection points to the need for an elaborated notion of 'distributed agency' as a multi-level, incremental and non-linear process distributed across time, space and social networks (both personal and institutional) and a continuum of action and activism ranging from survival to resistance. We do not dispute the need for both top-down and bottom-up involvement in struggles for social change. However in defining what counts as bottom-up involvement, the papers highlight the need for greater attention not only to women who openly challenge, report or leave violent men, but also to other women's hidden acts of persistence, survival and resistance. Such an understanding of social change suggests a very different approach to the one that currently underpins so many IPV policies and interventions.
INTRODUCTION
How is women's agency best conceptualised in highly coercive settings? We explore this question in the contexts of policies and interventions to reduce intimate partner violence (IPV) -specifically violence against women, by men, in intimate heterosexual relationships. The concept of agency has acquired tremendous currency in academic and activist inquiry, but is also often inadequately problematized and under-theorised. With this in mind, contributors to this special issue focus on initiatives by international agencies seeking to support highly marginalised women in low and middle income settings, and the often unstated conceptualisations of women's agency that underpin these efforts.
Contextualised by the wider proliferation of international and United Nations programmes seeking to eradicate violence against women over recent decades, initiatives informing our papers include programmes to increase women's awareness of their rights to non-violent relationships; efforts to work with men and women to coconstruct norms that problematize violence; the provision of legal, welfare and hospital services; women's support groups, facilitating paid work and home ownership by IPV survivors; one-to-one counselling with violent men; women's community strengthening groups; training human rights lawyers; and laws and policies to outlaw violence and empower married women.
Defining agency as "the socio-culturally mediated capacity to act", Ahearn (2001:112) ascribes the burgeoning of intellectual interest in human agency in the past 50 years to several factors. These include the growth of post-structuralist critiques that reject grand linear narratives of history and social change, in favour of a focus on oppositional action by marginalised groups and individuals. Interest in agency has also been driven by the flourishing of social movements, campaigns and upheavals driven by individuals and collectives determined to challenge and transform social relationships they regard as unjust or undesirable --in the interests of creating more equal and sustainable societies.
Within the social sciences, social psychologists tend to understand agency in terms of intentional individual actions that result from choices between different options. Gillespie (2010) defines agency as the exercise of choice, where a socially located person acts independently of an immediate situation, weighing up and selecting from alternative responses to social demands in light of goals that may be motivated by concerns outside of the immediate situation. Sociologists (e.g. Giddens, 1979; Mead 1934 ) speak of agency in the context of the structure-agency relationship. They recognise the constraints of social relations (structure) on individual action, and their moulding influence on the individual, whilst also insisting that individuals are often able to resist or reshape the social contexts in which they find themselves (agency).
Agency and structure are seen not in binary terms, but as different aspects of the single process through which societies and individuals are co-constructed. It is this symbolic interactionist perspective that frames this special issue's interest in the potential for the actions of highly marginalised women to reproduce or transform the patriarchal social relations that frame IPV.
Our starting point is that opportunities to exercise agency are heavily constrained by social contexts, including the material resources available to women in coping with life challenges in extreme situations (Kabeer, 1999) , the nature of the social relationships in which a woman is embedded (Cleaver, 2007) , and the limits or opportunities presented by her physical health and strength (Nguyen, 2005) . All these factors are particularly relevant in the 'extreme settings' that frame our studies.
Here we use the term 'extreme settings' (interchangeably with 'coercive settings' and 'marginalised settings') to refer to contexts in which socially sanctioned gender inequalities are played out in varying combinations of social, cultural and political exclusion associated with challenges such as social conflict, displacement, social exclusion, illness, poverty, homelessness and food insecurity, all dramatically curtailing women's capacity to respond to violent men, and limiting the range of options available to them for doing so.
For Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2000) , an agent is not only someone who acts and brings about change of some sort, but also a person whose achievement can be The field of global public health places great emphasis on strengthening women's agency to take care of their health (Campbell & Nair, 2013) . In programmes responding to IPV, the notion of agency is often invoked as a leverage point for efforts to increase women's ability to protect themselves in violent relationships. It often goes hand in hand with a rejection of the term 'victim', associated with passivity and/or a lack of ability to fight back. This agency-victim binary often informs interventions that define success in terms of women reaching particular endpointssuch as seeking out IPV support services, reporting the violence to the authorities or leaving an abusive partner. Critics of this approach warn that public health workers may expect too much from women IPV survivors in contexts where mutually reinforcing economic, political and cultural factors make it extremely unlikely that women will choose or be able to act to protect themselves from physical abuse.
Within such contexts does it really make sense to speak of the agency of women in All the settings in our papers are characterised by coercive social norms that position women as subordinate and subservient to men in the family -in settings where women are often totally dependent on men for their own and their children's economic survival with men having vastly superior or even sole access to work, money and land. In such contexts, leaving a marriage involves not only the possibility of total economic destitution for many women, but also devastating social isolation arising from the loss of social status and respect. Women tend to be seen as responsible for maintaining family harmony and preserving family dignity by silent endurance of difficulties within the home rather than challenging or publicising them.
In such settings violence is often accepted as the norm, with IPV seen as part and parcel of notions of masculinity that include the acceptability of using violence to control women and children. Such assumptions are strongly reinforced in conditions of poverty. Poverty and the associated stresses often causes pressure-cooker situations, with an increased likelihood of alcohol abuse, in situations where the ability to control women is often said to be as one of the few forms of power available to men who are battling to live up to their socially constructed role of breadwinners.
These intersecting sets of factors often reduce the likelihood that women will challenge violent men, seek help or leave them. Even in settings where women's rights to non-violent relationships are enshrined in policy and law, and where services exist to support battered women, papers here describe how women frequently lack the confidence to assert their rights to safety within the home. There is often strong stigmatisation of women who speak out or complain about violence (rather than enduring it). This stigmatisation frames a frequent lack of support from family and community members if women ask for help. The papers also highlight a lack of political will within male-dominated criminal and legal justice systems to implement pro-women laws and policies, often rendering the latter tokenistic and ineffectual. Even when such systems work, the imprisonment of a violent wageearning male partner may put women and children's economic survival at risk.
While the notion of 'powerful women exercising control over their own lives and relationships' is obviously a vital long-term ideal for policy and intervention, it may be the case that blindness to the obstacles to this idealised notion of agency too often lead to overly optimistic and unrealistically ambitious interventions and policies. focuses on the frequent conflict between international IPV interventions and policies and local experiences in specific economic, political and cultural settings. A third section ('Embracing Multiplicity') highlights some of the dimensions we see as necessary for thinking about the agency of highly marginalised women. The Conclusion presents our conceptualisation of 'distributed agency' as a framework for summarising the cumulative insights of the papers, and for advancing theory and practice in this field.
BEYOND BINARIES: THE COMPLEXITIES OF WOMEN'S LIVES
The field of IPV management and research is increasingly criticised for its dependence on two interlocking conceptual binaries that dominate analysis and action (Haaken, 2009 ). The first is the categorical distinction between men and women. The second is that between agency and victimhood. These interlocking splits are often associated with zero-sum notions of the distribution of power, 
The role of feminist researchers in perpetuating binaries
Shefer (this volume) highlights an urgent need for greater self-reflexivity by feminist researchers in order to disrupt conceptual binaries that she identifies in the academic literature on heterosexual sex and violence in South Africa. In her review of this literature, she criticises research studies that seek to essentialise the way in which poverty, age, gender and culture shape the social construction of gender and limit women's opportunities for sexual agency. Framed by Foucauldian notions of governmentality and knowledge-power (Foucault, 1982) , she warns that well- Kenya, more particularly the decision to leave or stay with a physically abusive husband. Whilst Kenyan women have formal property rights, in reality their ability to control access to food and income is conferred through marriage and they are often almost totally dependent on their husbands' families. When they act to leave their husband's home, they do so in defiance of marriage systems, property rights, land use and inheritance. Also seeking to disturb a neat distinction between actions that signify agency and victimhood, the researchers highlight how the very same actionthat of leaving a violent husband's home -constitutes evidence for agency in some cases and victimhood in others. In the best situations, migration is undertaken freely by women who are unwilling to tolerate a situation of abuse -an expression of agency, ensuring not only a woman's survival, but also the preservation of her dignity and ability to exercise life choices. However in the worst situations migration may be forced -the result of a woman being 'sent packing' by an angry partner as a punishment for being infertile, refusing sex, going for HIV testing or taking on new societal roles such as education or working away from home. With few alternatives, such a situation may lead to complete destitution by unskilled women whose families are unwilling to take them back.
Men and women may have very different understandings of what constitutes agency and victimhood
Two studies in this volume highlight another way in which the victim-agency binary may serve as a blunt conceptual tool for analysis and action through looking at interventions that have sought to involve men as well as women. In two very different settings, the Caribbean (DeShong and Haynes, this volume) and the United States (Keller and Honea, this volume) men have used such involvement as a platform for rejecting IPV campaign messages that portray them as the most likely perpetrators of domestic incidents, despite strong statistical evidence to support this view. In the Caribbean study, DeShong and Hayne explain how men often dominate the space of interventions, using them as a platform to portray themselves as hapless victims driven to violence by badly behaved women (discussed further below). Keller and Honea highlight how women were more likely to explain the decision to stay in a violent relationship in terms of patriarchal gender norms, such as economic dependence and culturally sanctioned beliefs in marital obligations. Men were more likely to explain such decisions in terms of individual female vulnerability or pathology (such as a woman's personal insecurity or history of family abuse).
Unresolved differences in understandings of the drivers of IPV potentially undermine the efforts of interventions that seek to facilitate men and women working together to co-construct new social norms that regard violence as unacceptable.
Women's agency may often itself be a driver of violence
The feminist literature is often assumes that agentic behaviour is inevitably in a woman's interests, with agency by women usually posited as a solution to violence, and with women's participation in paid work viewed as a marker of agency. By Vietnam has made significant strides in anti-IPV legislation and policy, and support services are increasingly available, especially in cities. However, women remain locked into religious frameworks that prescribe women's 'three obediences', to fathers, then husbands, then sons. Cultural pressures on women to 'endure' violence to create a semblance of family harmony make it impossible for many women to approach IPV services. The only options facing women are to tolerate violence and 'work around' men to achieve other life goals.
COMPETING RATIONALITIES: LOCAL REALITIES VS INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMME AND POLICY GOALS
Many papers in the special issue highlight a poor fit between the realities of women's lives and the assumptions underpinning international programmes and policies. They In part this came from women's lack of confidence in the effectiveness of the criminal justice system, which extracts bribes in exchange for services. The imprisonment of men was also seen as providing no benefit to women or their children because of the risks it posed for women's financial stability and child custody. The authors argue that interventions would resonate much more directly with women's needs if they supported them to survive in violent relationships, and focused interventions on reducing or managing violence, rather than pressurising women to report the violence to police. Positioning women who report violence as 'agents' and those who do not as 'victims' makes little sense in such a context.
Women may not regard IPV as a problem
In many contexts women did not see IPV as a problem, challenging programmes to Africa. Given the particularly strong stigma associated with being victims of IPV amongst highly educated middle-class women, and the realistic fear of damaging gossip arising from disclosing one's personal circumstances at work, nurses were less willing to disclose their plight than their less privileged patients. Ironically the nurses were more successful in getting medical and legal help for these patients (empathising with their plight and hence very motivated to help them) than for themselves (because they were too embarrassed to admit they themselves were victims). Their paper provides a particularly fascinating account of how social institutions (in this case the hospital) may simultaneously undermine and support women's agency in responding to IPV in infinitely complex ways.
EMBRACING MULTIPLICITY
In the sections above we have outlined some of the critical perspectives this volume offers on the efforts of international academics, activists and policy/development specialists to understand and increase women's opportunities for agency. We now turn to explore some examples of the many alternative ways our papers suggest we might think about women's agency in situations of IPV in highly coercive settings.
Agency as negotiating multiple constraints
Pells et al. (this volume) query the frequent assumption by feminists and public health specialists that escaping IPV is necessarily a woman's top priority, and that staying with a violent man represents victimhood or lack of agency. Their study is framed by Kabeer's (1999) view that agency may often be about more than observable action, also including "the meaning, motivation and purpose people bring to their activities", which may arise through a range of varyingly direct and hidden strategies such as "bargaining and negotiation, deception and manipulation, subversion and resistance, and more intangible, cognitive processes of reflection and analysis" (p. 438). This view of agency opens up the range of possible acts by women that can and should be considered agentic within particular contexts. Similarly, in an Australian study, Meyer (this volume) seeks to extend understandings of women's agency in violent relationships to acknowledge that, in some circumstances, a woman's decision to stay in an abusive home may be as agentic as the decision to leave a violent partner in the absence of acceptable housing alternatives for their children. Staying with a violent man was some women's only way of minimising the risks associated with homelessness, precarious housing or dangerous housing options -which they often regarded as presenting even greater risks of harm to themselves and their children. Women often explained decisions not to leave violent men in terms of their view that the risks of violence were easier to manage than the risks of poor housing alternatives.
Agency as a multi-level phenomenon
In their study of a community-based project seeking to tackle the interlocking Above we have mentioned the urgent need for much more careful thinking about the pathways from situations of extreme economic, social and cultural oppression to situations of unencumbered female freedom to negotiate relationships that are free of violence. What can programmes do to facilitate opportunities for more women to engage in behaviours moving towards the resistance end of our continuum of activism and not just the survival end? This would involve careful stage-wise planning for goals and activities that marginalised women themselves saw as achievable and desirable in the light of their daily realities (Campbell and Skovdal, 2013) . Programmes would need to incorporate activities and strategies embracing a much more careful breakdown of stages on the pathways to this ideal -identifying and working towards 'small wins' that were realistically achievable by real women in real situations (Wieck, 1984) . Ideally small-scale successes would then provide a material and experiential basis for more ambitious future action over time (Alinksy, 1973) . In her classic work on 'subtle strategies for women's empowerment', Scheyvens (1998) describes how participants in a women-driven empowerment programme in the Solomon Islands prioritised the creation of opportunities for them to travel to an adjacent village without their husbands, to optimise the prices they could get for the food they had grown. This was a 'small win' they regarded as an achievable and significant sign of increased agency, one that was more likely to advance their interests in the short term than openly challenging oppressive men. 
